
Introduction 
The integration of art, music, and dance in healthcare set-

tings has been shown to benefit patient care and well-being. Art-
work, particularly nature-based and calming pieces, can create 
a healing environment, reduce stress, and improve mood.1 Sim-
ilarly, music has positively impacted patient outcomes, including 
reducing stress, improving mood, and enhancing communication 
between staff and patients.2 The use of music in healthcare has 
expanded to include a variety of initiatives, such as music ther-
apy and the use of professional and community musicians.3 Fur-
thermore, the impact of music on patient satisfaction and 
healthcare provision has been highlighted.4 Integrating these cre-
ative elements in healthcare settings can significantly contribute 
to patient well-being and healing. 

This narrative review explores the multifaceted role of these 
therapeutic interventions, examining their mechanisms, appli-
cations, and evidence-based benefits in promoting health and 
well-being across diverse populations and clinical settings. 

Music therapy: harmonising mind, body, 
and soul 

Music has been revered throughout history for its ability to 
evoke emotions, soothe the soul, and transcend cultural bound-
aries. In recent decades, the therapeutic potential of music has 
gained recognition within healthcare settings, leading to the 
emergence of music therapy as a distinct profession.3 Music 
therapy encompasses a range of interventions that utilise music 
to achieve therapeutic goals, guided by trained and credentialed 
music therapists. From hospitals and rehabilitation centres to 
schools and community settings, music therapy offers a versatile 
and inclusive healing approach that celebrates the human spirit's 
inherent creativity and resilience.  

Music therapy has been shown to have a range of applica-
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tions in healthcare, particularly in improving the general ambi-
ence of hospital settings.5 It has been integrated into various 
healthcare systems, including psychiatric hospitals, schools, 
mental health centres, and substance abuse treatment programs, 
where it effectively reduces muscle tension and anxiety, pro-
motes relaxation, and enhances social, affective, cognitive, and 
behavioural functioning.6 In the psychiatric setting, music ther-
apy has been used to elicit emotion and affect behaviour change 
and can be included in group sessions to evoke thoughts, feel-
ings, and memories for patients.7 

 
Mechanisms of music therapy 

The therapeutic effects of music therapy are multifaceted, 
rooted in its ability to engage multiple neural pathways and 
physiological systems. These effects can be subdivided into 
physiological, physical, and social. 

Physiological benefits:  Music therapy has been associated 
with increased happiness and relief by enhancing blood flow to 
the "joy response" part of the brain, potentially reducing stress 
and tension.4 Studies have shown that music interventions can 
aid recovery by reducing postoperative pain in children and im-
proving memory and attention in stroke patients through stimu-
lation of brain areas and neural networks.4 Live music at the 
bedside has been reported to make patients more at ease and pos-
itively impact their physiology, such as lowering blood pressure 
and stress levels.8  Music therapy operates through several neu-
rophysiological and psychological mechanisms to alleviate post-
operative pain. The most prevalent theories explaining its 
efficacy include distraction and gate control theories. The dis-
traction theory posits that music serves as a cognitive distraction, 
diverting attention away from pain and thus reducing its percep-
tion.9 Meanwhile, the gate control theory suggests that non-
painful stimuli, such as music, can close the neural "gates" that 
allow pain signals to pass through to the brain, thereby reducing 
the sensation of pain. Music's rhythmic and melodic elements 
can influence the limbic system, which is responsible for emo-
tional processing, and can lead to the release of endorphins, the 
body's natural painkillers.9 Music's impact on the autonomic 
nervous system can also result in physiological responses such 
as reduced heart rate and muscle tension, which further con-
tribute to pain reduction.9 

Physical benefits:  Music therapy has been linked to im-
proved pain management, evidenced by staff perceptions of 
music as a pain management strategy and the belief that music 
relieves pain and stabilises heart rates of premature infants.2 The 
data have also highlighted that music listening can lead to lower 
pain and nausea scores in patients undergoing haemodialysis and 
positively impact depression scores, such as reducing depression 
in post-mastectomy patients and chronic pain management.10 

Social benefits: Live music and music vigils in healthcare 
settings have been associated with higher patient satisfaction, 
improved patient experiences during the dying process, and pos-
itive comments and feedback from staff towards music as a pain 
management strategy.2 Live music at the bedside has been re-
ported to result in staff feeling less tense, more relaxed, happier, 
and more energetic, indicating positive social outcomes of music 
in healthcare settings.2 Data clearly shows that music therapy 
offers a range of benefits in healthcare, impacting patients phys-
iologically, physically, and socially and positively influencing 
staff well-being and patient experiences.If we look at physiol-
ogy, neurologically, music stimulates various brain regions in-
volved in emotion, memory, and reward, eliciting complex 

physiological and psychological responses.11 Music can synchro-
nize neural oscillations through rhythmic entrainment, promot-
ing relaxation, arousal regulation, and emotional modulation. 
Moreover, music activates the brain's reward system, releasing 
neurotransmitters such as dopamine and endorphins, which con-
tribute to feelings of pleasure and well-being.11 Psychologically, 
music serves as a means of self-expression, narrative construc-
tion, and emotional processing, enabling individuals to articulate 
and explore their inner experiences through lyrics, melody, and 
rhythm. Additionally, music facilitates social connection and co-
hesion, fostering interpersonal relationships, empathy, and com-
munication skills. By tapping into the intrinsic power of music, 
music therapy offers a holistic approach to healing that inte-
grates mind, body, and spirit. 

 
Applications of music therapy 

Music therapy is widely applied in healthcare settings to ad-
dress various physical, emotional, cognitive, and social needs. 
In clinical settings, it is used to alleviate symptoms of anxiety, 
depression, and pain, providing a non-invasive alternative to 
pharmacological interventions. Personalised playlists and active 
music-making experiences are tailored to individual preferences 
and treatment goals.12,13 

In palliative and end-of-life care, music therapy offers com-
fort and dignity to individuals with life-limiting illnesses.13 In 
rehabilitation settings, it supports physical rehabilitation goals, 
such as improving motor skills, coordination, and gait training, 
especially for those recovering from stroke or traumatic brain 
injury.14 Music therapy is also effective in mental health settings, 
enhancing coping skills, emotional regulation, and self-esteem.14 
Furthermore, music therapy is applied in various forms to sup-
port patients through their surgical and postoperative experi-
ences. Active music therapy involves patients engaging in 
music-making activities under the guidance of a certified music 
therapist. In contrast, receptive music therapy involves patients 
listening to pre-recorded or live music. Both forms are used to 
promote relaxation, reduce anxiety, and manage pain. In the 
postoperative context, patients might be provided with head-
phones and a music playlist tailored to their preferences to help 
manage pain after orthopaedic surgery. This intervention is non-
invasive, easy to administer, and cost-effective, making it an at-
tractive adjunct to traditional pain management strategies.9 For 
instance, music therapy has been integrated into patient care in 
children affected by tumours to enhance pain management. Pa-
tients were more compliant with treatments,  starting from the 
acceptance to enter the operating room with less fear and being 
much more at ease.15  

Beyond clinical settings, it is integrated into educational pro-
grams, community-based initiatives, and public health interven-
tions, promoting wellness and social inclusion across various 
populations.16 

 
Evidence-based benefits of music therapy 

The evidence base for music therapy is growing, with stud-
ies showing its effectiveness in treating chronic pain, migraines, 
and tinnitus.17 Music therapy has been found to have a range of 
psychological effects, including relaxation, attention stimulation, 
and emotional equilibration,18 with positive effects on physical, 
emotional, cognitive, and social outcomes. Its flexibility and ac-
ceptability make it a valuable approach in healthcare.19 

Numerous studies have documented the benefits of music 
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therapy in reducing anxiety and pain, especially for individuals 
undergoing medical procedures or experiencing chronic pain. 
For instance, a review by Bradt et al.20 found that music therapy 
significantly reduces anxiety and pain levels in medical set-
tings, improving patient outcomes and overall well-being. Ad-
ditionally, Pelletier21 demonstrated that music therapy helps 
reduce pain perception and emotional distress in chronic pain 
conditions, highlighting its efficacy as a non-pharmacological 
intervention. 

A systematic review and meta-analysis of the effects of 
music therapy on postoperative pain in orthopaedic patients 
found significant reductions in pain scores and anxiety levels 
among those who participated in music therapy compared to 
control groups.22 Furthermore, randomized controlled trials have 
demonstrated that patients who receive music therapy require 
less analgesic medication and report higher satisfaction with 
their pain management.23  

A study on orthopaedic surgery patients showed that those 
who listened to music reported significantly lower pain scores 
and greater control over their pain.9 These findings underscore 
the potential of music therapy as a valuable component of mul-
timodal pain management strategies in postoperative care. 

Moreover, music therapy has been shown to enhance mood, 
decrease depressive symptoms, and improve the quality of life 
in mental health populations. A study by Silverman24 indicated 
that music therapy can effectively reduce depressive symptoms 
and improve mood in patients with mental health disorders such 
as depression and schizophrenia. The cognitive benefits are also 
notable, with research showing improvements in attention, 
memory, and executive function, particularly in older adults with 
dementia or cognitive impairments. For example, data shows 
that music therapy could improve cognitive functioning and so-
cial engagement in dementia patients.25 

Regarding social benefits, music therapy promotes social 
engagement and emotional expression, fostering a sense of be-
longing among individuals with developmental disabilities, 
autism spectrum disorders, or those experiencing social isola-
tion. Furthermore, Geretsegger et al.  have highlighted the pos-
itive impact of music therapy on social skills and emotional 
expression in individuals with autism.26 

While further research is needed to understand the underly-
ing mechanisms and optimize treatment protocols fully, the cur-
rent evidence underscores the value of music therapy as a 
complementary and integrative approach to healthcare, enhanc-
ing well-being across various populations and settings. 

 
 

Art therapy 
Art has long been a part of human history, serving as a “por-

tal” for expression, communication, and healing. In contempo-
rary healthcare, the integration of art has emerged as a 
significant tool for improving patient outcomes and enhancing 
the work environment for healthcare professionals.  

 
Mechanisms of art therapy 

Art therapy operates through various mechanisms that con-
tribute to its therapeutic effects. One primary mechanism is pro-
viding a non-verbal outlet for expression, enabling individuals 
to communicate complex emotions and experiences that might 
be difficult to articulate verbally. This aspect is particularly ben-
eficial for patients dealing with trauma, chronic illnesses, or cog-

nitive impairments.2,27 Additionally, engaging in artistic activities 
stimulates neural pathways associated with pleasure and reward, 
enhancing mood and reducing stress.28 Art therapy also promotes 
mindfulness and presence, helping individuals focus on the mo-
ment, which can alleviate symptoms of anxiety and depres-
sion.29,30 These mechanisms collectively contribute to patients' 
holistic well-being, making art therapy a valuable adjunct to tra-
ditional medical treatments. 

 
Application of art therapy 

Art therapy is applied in various healthcare settings, each 
tailored to meet specific needs. Art installations and interactive 
projects in hospitals can transform sterile environments into 
more welcoming spaces, reducing patient anxiety and stress.2,31 
Visual arts and creative writing workshops offer cancer patients 
a platform to express their journey, providing emotional support 
and fostering community.30 Art therapy helps individuals explore 
and process their emotions in mental health settings, aiding in 
recovery and emotional resilience.2,30 

 
Evidence-based benefits of art therapy 

The benefits of art therapy in healthcare are well-documented 
and supported by a growing body of evidence. Studies have 
shown that art therapy can significantly improve psychological 
and physiological outcomes. Participation in art therapy has been 
linked to reduced levels of stress, anxiety, and depression and im-
provements in overall mood and well-being.31 For instance, a sys-
tematic review highlighted that art therapy interventions 
significantly alleviate burnout and psychosocial distress among 
healthcare workers, improving their emotional state and quality 
of life.27 Another ongoing review is investigating the positive im-
pact of active visual art therapy on health outcomes, including re-
ductions in anxiety, depression, and treatment-related stress.28 

Further evidence from studies reveals that art therapy can 
enhance patient-provider communication, fostering stronger 
therapeutic relationships and improving overall care delivery.31 
Furthermore, art therapy can be particularly effective for young 
people, helping them navigate emotional distress and enhance 
mental health through creative expression.32 

In palliative care, art therapy has been found to support both 
patients and healthcare providers. It helps manage end-of-life 
care's emotional and psychological challenges by providing a 
safe space for expressing difficult emotions and fostering a 
deeper understanding of the patient's experience.30 Additionally, 
the integration of art in palliative care training programs has im-
proved empathy, communication skills, and overall emotional 
resilience among healthcare professionals.  

The integration of art into healthcare settings not only sup-
ports patient healing and well-being but also enhances the work-
ing environment for healthcare providers. By addressing both 
emotional and cognitive aspects of health, art therapy offers a 
holistic approach that is increasingly recognized and valued in 
the modern healthcare system to promote wellness and improve 
healthcare outcomes.  

 
 

Dance therapy in health care 
Dance therapy, also known as dance/movement therapy 

(DMT), harnesses the therapeutic power of movement to im-
prove physical, emotional, and cognitive well-being. These ben-
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efits are particularly important in chronic illnesses and rehabil-
itation, where DMT can enhance physical recovery and psycho-
logical resilience. 

 
Mechanisms of dance therapy 

DMT integrates a person's physical, emotional, and cogni-
tive well-being. It operates on the principle of mind-body inte-
gration, recognizing that bodily movement can influence 
psychological states and vice versa. According to Brooks and 
Stark,33 DMT can help patients experience, identify, and express 
feelings and conflicts through movement, making it an effective 
therapeutic tool for enhancing emotional regulation and expres-
sion. 

The mechanisms of DMT are rooted in its ability to facilitate 
non-verbal communication and self-expression. Movement 
serves as a vehicle for the interaction and sharing of powerful 
emotions. Sandel, 34 already in 1983, emphasizes that one of the 
treatment goals of DMT in a psychiatric setting is to help pa-
tients express their feelings in appropriate and channelled ways, 
thus preventing emotional withdrawal and isolation. This is 
achieved through various techniques, such as mirroring, where 
the therapist replicates the client's movements to build empathy 
and understanding, and improvisation, which allows patients to 
explore and express their emotions freely. 

 
Application of dance therapy 

Dance therapy is applied across various healthcare settings, 
from psychiatric hospitals to rehabilitation centres and acute care 
hospitals. In psychiatric settings, DMT is used to assist patients 
in connecting with their emotions and improving their affective 
states. As observed by Bungay et al.,35 the Dance for Health pro-
gram in acute hospital settings has shown that DMT can chal-
lenge staff assumptions about older patients' physical and 
emotional capacities, fostering better staff-patient relationships 
and enhancing the hospital environment. 

In acute care, DMT sessions are designed to be flexible and 
patient-centred, often involving music and movement activities 
led by the participants' preferences and capabilities. These ses-
sions can range from gentle warm-ups to more active move-
ments, allowing patients to engage comfortably. This approach 

promotes physical activity and encourages social interaction and 
self-expression, contributing to a more holistic care environ-
ment.35 Another study36 highlighted the role of dance therapy in 
assessing and treating medically ill children. 

 
Evidence-based benefits of dance therapy 

The benefits of dance therapy are well-documented in the 
literature. Research indicates that DMT can significantly im-
prove emotional states, reducing symptoms of anxiety, depres-
sion, and hostility. Brooks and Stark33 conducted a pilot study 
using the Multiple Affect Adjective Checklist (MAACL) to 
measure affective changes pre- and post-DMT sessions, finding 
significant improvements in depression and anxiety among par-
ticipants. Further evidence from the Dance for Health program 
supports these findings, highlighting that DMT can improve 
mood, enhance social relationships, and increase physical activ-
ity among older adults in acute hospital settings. Bungay et al.35 
revealed that staff observed positive changes in patients' emo-
tional well-being and physical engagement during the DMT ses-
sions. These sessions also provided staff with personal 
satisfaction and reduced job-related stress, contributing to a pos-
itive work environment. 

A recent meta-analysis concluded that DMT interventions 
significantly improved quality of life, emotional expression, and 
social functioning. These benefits are attributed to the unique 
combination of physical activity, artistic expression, and thera-
peutic interaction inherent in DMT.37 

In summary, dance therapy in healthcare settings offers 
benefits such as enjoyment, satisfaction, improvements in 
health and well-being, social connections, and relaxation for 
participants. 

 
 

Conclusions: cultivating creativity, fostering 
healing 

In conclusion, art therapy, dance therapy, and music therapy 
are vibrant and inclusive approaches in healthcare, offering pow-
erful avenues for healing, growth, and self-discovery through 
different specific pathways (Figure 1). These therapies use the 
healing power of creativity to help individuals explore and ex-
press themselves, reclaiming control over their stories and iden-
tities. As they become more recognized and integrated into 
healthcare systems, they promise to improve the quality of care 
and enhance people's lives at all stages of life. By combining art 
and healthcare, we create a rich tapestry of healing where cre-
ativity fosters resilience, connection, and well-being. 

 
 

References 
  1. Baniyamin N, Mohd Nazri AFB. Art for healthcare: a review 

of artists and their ideations. Cult Syndr 2020;2:124-37.  
  2. Wilson C, Bungay H, Munn-Giddings C, Boyce M. Health-

care professionals’ perceptions of the value and impact of 
the arts in healthcare settings: A critical review of the liter-
ature. Int J Nurs Stud 2016;56:90-101.  

  3. Foster B, Pearson S, Berends A, Mackinnon C. The expand-
ing scope, inclusivity, and integration of music in healthcare: 
recent developments, research illustration, and future direc-
tion. Healthcare 2021;9:99.  

  4. Spence C, Keller S. Medicine’s melodies: on the costs & 

                                                                               [Advancements in Health Research; 1:17] [page 45]

Review

Figure 1. Main mechanisms implicated in art, dance and music 
therapy.

Non
-co

mmerc
ial

 us
e o

nly



benefits of music, soundscapes, & noise in healthcare set-
tings. Music Med 2019;11:211.  

  5. Biley F. Complementary therapy: using music in hospital 
settings. Nurs Stand 1992;6:37-9.  

  6. Cynthal JK. Music therapy should be integrated in health-
care system: a review. J Adv Res Psychol Psychother 
2018;1:16-20.  

  7. Covington H, Crosby C. Music therapy as a nursing inter-
vention. J Psychosoc Nurs Ment Health Serv 1997;35:34-7.  

  8. Schlesinger J, Pearson M, O’Briant D, et al. Implementing 
and evaluating a pilot therapeutic music program in the in-
tensive care unit. Int J Crit Care 2022;16:45-55.  

  9. Schneider MA. The effect of listening to music on postop-
erative pain in adult orthopedic patients. J Holist Nurs 
2018;36:23-32.  

10. Boyce M, Bungay H, Munn-Giddings C, Wilson C. The im-
pact of the arts in healthcare on patients and service users: a 
critical review. Health Soc Care Community 2018;26:458-73.  

11. Watkins GR. Music therapy: proposed physiological mech-
anisms and clinical implications. Clin Nurse Spec 1997;11: 
43-50. 

12. Tang Q, Huang Z, Zhou H, Ye P. Effects of music therapy 
on depression: a meta-analysis of randomized controlled tri-
als. PLoS One 2020;15:e0240862. 

13. Colwell CM. Researching music therapy in medical settings. 
In: Edwards J, editor. The Oxford handbook of music ther-
apy. Oxford, Oxford Academic; 2015. p. 827-44.  

14. Golden TL, Springs S, Kimmel HJ, et al. The use of music 
in the treatment and management of serious mental illness: 
a global scoping review of the literature. Front Psychol 
2021;12:649840.  

15. Giordano F, Messina R, Riefolo A, et al. Music therapy in 
children affected by brain tumors. World J Pediatr Surg 
2021;4:e000307. 

16. Dvorak AL, Joplin K, Sims J, et al. Music therapy in mental 
health for illness management and recovery. J Music Ther 
2017;54:362-7.  

17. Nickel A, Hillecke T, Bolay H. A step on the long road to an 
evidence-based treatment. Ann N Y Acad Sci 2005;1060: 
283-93. 

18. Rapiteanu C. Efectele psihologice ale muzicii şi utilizarea 
muzicoterapiei în patologia psihiatricǎ. Papers 2011/419, 
Osterreichish-Rumanischer Akademischer Verein. 

19. Dileo C, Bradt J. Medical music therapy: evidence-based 
principles and practices. In: Söderback I, editor. Interna-
tional handbook of occupational therapy interventions New 
York: Springer; 2009. p. 445-51. 

20. Bradt J, Dileo C, Magill L, Teague A. Music interventions 
for improving psychological and physical outcomes in can-
cer patients. Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2016;8: 
CD006911.  

21. Pelletier CL. The effect of music on decreasing arousal due 
to stress: a meta-analysis. J Music Ther 2004;41:192-214.  

22. Lin C, Hwang S, Jiang P, Hsiung N. Effect of music therapy 

on pain after orthopedic surgery - a systematic review and 
meta‐analysis. Pain Pract 2020;20:422-36.  

23. Giordano F, Giglio M, Sorrentino I, et al. Effect of preoper-
ative music therapy versus intravenous midazolam on anx-
iety, sedation and stress in stomatology surgery: a 
randomized controlled study. J Clin Med 2023;12:3215. 

24. Silverman MJ, Leonard J. Effects of active music therapy 
interventions on attendance in people with severe mental ill-
nesses: Two pilot studies. Arts Psychother 2012;39:390-6.  

25. McDermott O, Orrell M, Ridder HM. The importance of 
music for people with dementia: the perspectives of people 
with dementia, family carers, staff and music therapists. 
Aging Ment Health 2014;18:706-16.  

26. Geretsegger M, Elefant C, Mössler KA, Gold C. Music ther-
apy for people with autism spectrum disorder. Cochrane 
Database Syst Rev 2014;2014:CD004381. 

27. Tjasink M, Keiller E, Stephens M, Carr CE, Priebe S. Art 
therapy-based interventions to address burnout and psy-
chosocial distress in healthcare workers—a systematic re-
view. BMC Health Serv Res 2023;23:1059. 

28. Joschko R, Roll S, Willich SN, Berghöfer A. The effect of 
active visual art therapy on health outcomes: protocol of a 
systematic review of randomised controlled trials. Syst Rev 
2022;11:96. 

29. Shukla A, Choudhari SG, Gaidhane AM, et al. Role of art 
therapy in the promotion of mental health: a critical review. 
Cureus 2022;14:e28026.  

30. Turton BM, Williams S, Burton CR, Williams L. Arts-based 
palliative care training, education and staff development: A 
scoping review. Palliat Med 2018;32:559-70. 

31. World Health Organization. Ground-breaking research se-
ries on health benefits of the arts. 2023. Available from: 
https://www.who.int/news/item/25-09-2023-ground-break-
ing-research-series-on-health-benefits-of-the-arts 

32. Gómez-Restrepo C, Casasbuenas NG, Ortiz-Hernández N, 
et al. Role of the arts in the life and mental health of young 
people that participate in artistic organizations in Colombia: 
a qualitative study. BMC Psychiatry 2022;22:757.  

33. Brooks D, Stark A. The effect of dance/movement therapy 
on affect: A pilot study. Am J Dance Ther 1989;11:101-12.  

34. Sandel SL, Johnson DR. Structure and process of the nas-
cent group: Dance therapy with chronic patients. Arts Psy-
chother 1983;10:131-40.  

35. Bungay H, Jacobs C. Dance for health: The perceptions of 
healthcare professionals of the impact of music and move-
ment sessions for older people in acute hospital settings. Int 
J Older People Nurs 2020;15:e12342.  

36. Mendelsohn J. Dance/movement therapy with hospitalized 
children. Am J Dance Ther 1999;21:65-80. 

37. Koch SC, Riege RFF, Tisborn K, et al. Effects of dance 
movement therapy and dance on health-related psychologi-
cal outcomes. A meta-analysis update. Front Psychol 
2019;10:1806. 

[page 46]                                                 [Advancements in Health Research 2024; 1:17]

Review

Non
-co

mmerc
ial

 us
e o

nly




